
17

1

Serge de Beaurecueil, OP (1917–2005)

A Life Curve

. . . of course, your task is not to engage in the conquest 
of Islam, not even try to convert a few individuals here 
and there separated from the Muslim community. On the 
contrary, you must give yourselves utterly to an in-depth 
study of Islam, its doctrines and civilization. This is a long 
and abiding apostolate of institutional quality.1

One of the jewels of Cairo, the city of a thousand minarets, is known 

the city, visitors marvel at Cairo’s Islamic heritage, which is a world of 
famous gates, medieval forts, shrines, and century-old marketplaces. 

mosques; and mausoleums with breathtaking architecture. Another 
point of reference nearby is the quarter of Gamaliyya, where Naguib 

Nobel Prize–winning novel, Midaq Alley ( ), is set in an 

Mosque and University. Today the precious jewel of the priory is 
2 

named after one of the founding members of the institution, Georges 
G. Anawati (d. 1994). It is within the walls of this priory and its 
library that Brother Serge de Laugier de Beaurecueil would start a 
unique journey that would lead him to Afghanistan in the footsteps 
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astonishing originality.”3

Borrowing from J. J. Pérennès’s book Passion Kaboul: Le père Serge 
de Beaurecueil, this biography studies de Beaurecueil’s family back-
ground and focuses on the social and theological backgrounds that 

-

I. A Wounded Privilege 

1. Negotiating an Aristocratic Childhood

-
cueil was born into an aristocratic family in his maternal grandfa-

e 
-
-

(inter-
-

erations.4

and Brittany, Corsican and Polish, and all from an aristocratic lineage, 
with a good dash of Jewish blood. My grandmother’s maiden name 
was Oppenheimer.”5

Unfortunately, the privileges of an aristocratic heritage did 

divorced in 1931. Three children were born out of this unhappy 
marriage: Serge, born in 1917; his sister, Antonia, born in 1920; and 

worker in Paris. Pérennès remarks about Serge’s parents: 

The couple was certainly from aristocratic stock but sadly 
unhappy. They did not get along for multiple reasons: their 
marriage was arranged as it was often the case in certain 
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19Serge de Beaurecueil, OP (1917–2005)

circles at the time. Above all, the mother, a very beautiful 

childhood.6

with the stigma of a child born into a privileged yet broken family. 
Catholic aristocratic circles of the time were comfortable, bourgeois, 

anathema. In their case, de Beaurecueil and his siblings paid a tremen-
dous price even though they had nothing to do with their parents’ 
divorce. They could not enjoy a regular childhood where they invited 
peers to their house or visited others. 

-
recueil’s childhood misfortune and his later attachment and care for 
children in dire situations is in order.7 The friar’s early life was marked 
by the neglect and absence of his mother, the authoritative and mili-

later in life, he recalls, “In a broken family like ours, children must 

8 
Obviously his childhood woes had a lasting impact on him. Perénnès 
believes that Serge’s childhood story is the key to understanding his 

-
ations.9 There are reasons to believe that the divorce of his parents, 

Later in life, he would show a natural disposition, a remarkable 

“Born into a divorced family, he has always loved children, maybe 
10 Throughout 

his life, children’s hospitals would remain one of his favorite loca-

children. Seldom did Serge himself link his care for children to his 

children in his mature age. 
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11 I believe 
that his premature choice to join a religious order, his decisive will 
to go as far as possible from the aristocratic Catholic milieu of Paris, 

web of reasons and circumstances. Understandably, he was reluctant 
to open the pages of his early life and entertain the memories of his 
relationship with his mother. Now and then, he would volunteer a 
few facts about his parents, a grandfather, and an uncle, but aston-

At any rate, two words summarize his early childhood: fear 
and dream. These sentiments fueled an unquenchable desire to go 
as far as possible from Paris.12

“a wretched childhood.” In dreams he found the remedy against fear 

13

return home one day.14

my mind away from family matters and school work.”15

-

in my view, his deep-seated longing to travel the world and visit 

Serge’s early childhood traumatic years and his determination to 

These two factors sowed the seeds of a deep longing, a search for 

would be marred by points of departure. No wonder he was mesmer-
ized by the patriarch Abraham, who was called to leave all beyond 
and trust in God’s providence on his journey to unknown destination. 

would facilitate his encounter with the religious other and later his 

his entire epistemology and hermeneutic of the religious other took 
root at Le Saulchoir, continued in Cairo, and blossomed in Kabul. 
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21Serge de Beaurecueil, OP (1917–2005)

To return for a moment to his early life, under the care of his 
grandfather, his early schooling and secondary education took place 

de Neuilly, he went to l’École de Gerson and then to Lycée de Janson 
de Sailly where he earned his Baccalauréat. Maybe the only laudable 

on he developed a fascination for foreign places and languages. At 

-
ate in philosophy with Arabic as a third language.16 The dream of a 
future life in a distant land and the desire to stay as far as possible 
from married life and aristocratic Paris might have opened a window 

at a tender age:

I dreamed a future far away from all my surroundings, and 
henceforth my desire to join a religious community. I said 
to myself: I will never marry because marriage is a recipe 
for disaster. I would go as far as possible and within my 
childlike logic, I convinced myself that if Jesus gave his life 
for me, I must as well give mine for his sake.17

of Sarthe at the castle of his uncle de Carini. In spite of his fear of 
dark stairways and nocturnal sounds, he paid attention to a paint-
ing of John of the Cross18 holding a jug of water and a dry loaf of 
bread in his prison cell. The holiness and austere demeanor of John 
of the Cross deeply impressed the young man; with the naiveté of a 
teenager, he confesses:

In addition there was The Life of the Saints, which I read 
constantly at my uncle de Carini’s castle on Thursday 
night after the Boy Scouts’ meetings. John of the Cross, in 
his prison cell, was in ecstasy, and wearing a frock and a 

who found him too dangerous and subversive. I decided 
to be a Carmelite.19
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This spontaneous desire remained a childlike dream but points to a 
deep-seated search or restlessness. Nevertheless, at the age of thirteen, 
during a summer vacation at Mer-les-Bains in Normandie, he met a 
strange person, Père Aquity. This fortunate encounter would change 

Beaurecueil recounts his meeting with Aquity:

At the young age of thirteen, we went to a summer vaca-
tion at Mer-les-Bains in Normandy. It was our introduction 
to the sea. At our hotel, there was a priest with a long 
beard, Père Aquity, who was also on vacation, and always 
ate alone. I will never forget his name. One day, while it 
was too cold to swim, he invited me to walk to the statue 
of the Blessed Mother in the hills. On the way, he asked: 
what would you like to do when you grow up? I will be a 

I have never met one but I read about John of the Cross, 
Theresa of Avila, and the ascetic life . . . Believe me, the 

In Jerusalem, I studied at the École biblique. I think, you 
20

This advice stayed dormant in his consciousness but not for too 
long. Upon his return from Mer-les-Bains, de Beaurecueil searched 

Père Aquity’s remarks stuck in my mind and one day I 

came at the right time; I am the syndic of the house.” Then, 
he gave me the tour of the vicinity from the basement 
to the attic. I was mesmerized and decided to become a 

21 
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-

of the building, the chanting at holy hours, and the smile 
of the brethren in the hallways were unforgettable. What 
an environment imbued with joy! Goodbye, the Carmelites! 

22

touch with the priory, and for four years he kept steady correspon-

novice master at the time, Pierre de Beaurecueil did not oppose his 
son’s decision to enter the novitiate. Therefore, on October 14, 1935, 

his novitiate in Amiens. Later he recalled that his father was in the 
23 

Like many an immature young mind, he was very easily per-
suaded. It did not take much to make him switch from a Carmelite 

to join a religious community took precedence over other possible 
careers. The aristocratic environment of his grandfather’s and uncle’s 
castles, the emptiness left by his mother’s absence and neglect, and 

marriage as the most attractive option in life. Maybe the aristocratic 

life in such a milieu was looked upon with great respect, even though 
his father, Pierre de Beaurecueil, was not amused. 

Above all, the young man was searching for a place he could 
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out of a dreadful childhood and lonely bourgeois upbringing. One can 
speculate on the real meaning of his premature vocation to religious 

looked back. There is almost no trace or hint of regret in his letters 
and other writings concerning his choice to become a friar as such 

religious life to the fullest and without regret. 
Moreover, his choice to become a friar preacher opened the 

possibility of going as far as possible from the Catholic aristocratic 
milieu of Paris was within reach. In a posthumous tribute to de Beau-

-
ily, the youngster dreamt of decisive projects which would take him 

24

the farthest lands the face of the divine. In his own words, he brings 
-

childhood.”25 
a place where his dreams would become a reality, starting with his 

26

1. A Special School of Theology and History

Before probing de Beaurecueil’s scholarly endeavors, we must set 

Saulchoir, where de Beaurecueil was educated and formed as a friar 

enforced rigorous policies of a strict separation of Church and State.27 

28

was an old monastery abandoned by Cistercian nuns and called Le 
Saulchoir because of a grove of willows (saules
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25Serge de Beaurecueil, OP (1917–2005)

were alumni of Le Saulchoir.29

a quasi-monastic life away from city noise and mundane preoccupa-
tions. But the friars were deeply aware of “the signs of the times.” Le 
Saulchoir was at the beginning under the aegis of two great minds: 
Ambroise Gardeil (d. 1931) and Pierre Mandonnet (d. 1936).30 In the 

level in theology and determined to raise the quality of the seminary 
studies (at Le Saulchoir) to a university level.”31

book, Le donné révélé et la théologie, stressed the primacy of the revealed 
word over tradition. The book opens a path to a dialogue between 
Thomistic studies and contemporary philosophy. In the words of 
Chenu, Gardeil’s book was the “breviary of Le Saulchoir’s methodol-

-
tive to guide their own studies and writings.”32

of Studies for many years and pioneered a school of theology that 
would integrate methods borrowed from social sciences into theology 
and philosophy and be opened to public universities’ curriculum and 

-
ence at the studium: 

By the time I arrived at Le Saulchoir, the studium had found 
its inspiration, methods, and balance through the gifts of 
many friars who, although they were living in the church 

principles, contemplative richness and apostolic roots.33 

Along with Gardeil, Mandonnet insisted on the historical study 

and historian of medieval philosophy, Mandonnet had for decades 
published a series of studies that placed the writings of Aquinas in 
their historical and cultural perspectives and provided Le Saulchoir 
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34 Thanks 
to Mandonnet, an institute of medieval studies was founded at Le 
Saulchoir in collaboration with Étienne Gilson, who chaired medieval 
studies at the prestigious university of La Sorbonne. The rise of medi-
eval studies and the application of historical methods to the study of 
Thomas Aquinas would lead to the foundation of another important 
center in North America, the medieval institute in Toronto, Canada.35

In 1934, while the studium was still located in Belgium, two 

were twenty-two professors and about one hundred students, includ-

(the director of students’ study programs and head of the school).36 
The biographer of Chenu, Jean Pierre Jossua, is correct in remarking, 

a marvellous human spirit and a spark of genius.”37 Chenu’s tenure 

institution. 
As noted earlier, in both Kain les Tournai and Étiolles, Le 

theologians Antonin-Gilbert Sertillanges,38

-

also were educated at Le Saulchoir. These friars worked intensely, 
39 A case in point is that, 

in 1907, they published the epoch-making the Revue des sciences phi
losophiques et théologiques.40 The reputation of this scholarly journal 
remains intact to this day. 

and philosophy what Marie Joseph Lagrange (d. 1938) was doing 
for scriptural studies. At a time when ecclesiastical training was for 
the most part accomplished by using theology manuals—second- 
and thirdhand accounts of the scriptures, the fathers, the councils 
of the church, and the great schools of theology—Le Saulchoir’s fri-
ars argued for theological formation that used primary sources and 
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embraced Gardeil’s and Mandonnet’s critical methodologies in every 
branch of ecclesial studies. The friars called for the absolute necessity 

of Catholic theology. The modernist crisis at the beginning of the 
twentieth century and historical criticism had shattered the Catholic 
weltanschauung and disoriented the advocates of philosophia perennis. 
Chenu summarizes the situation:

After a long brooding period, the historical and philosophi-
cal foundations of the Catholic faith were on the brink of 

from practical knowledge to scholastic theology, from bibli-
cal studies to ecclesiology were unraveling.41

-
cal criticism and engagement with modernity, but also called on the 

-
gions.42 -
lim and Arab philosophy on Latin medieval philosophy and theology, 
particularly Thomism. Chenu raised fundamental questions about the 
nature of Catholic theology in terms of its methodology and peda-

on the one hand and faith on the other. Chenu was a wellspring of 
daring ideas and had the intelligence to forecast necessary theologi-

the 20th century without granting a pivotal role to the contributions 
43 

Indeed, the year he was appointed rector (1937) of Le Saulchoir, 
Chenu wrote a little pamphlet destined to shake the ground of Catho-

-
can friars’ initial formation in his Une école de théologie: Le Saulchoir. 

son petit 
).”44

and its theological, philosophical, and pastoral programs, which were 
faithful to Gardeil’s and Mandonnet’s visions. Paul Philibert, in a 
book he coauthored with Thomas O’Meara, summarizes the content 
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of the spirit and method of its philosophical and theological teaching. 

of the school.”45 Un 
théologien en liberté, Chenu recounts himself the circumstances of the 
book’s inception:

This book started as an improvised short pamphlet. Indeed, 
it was customary to deliver a lecture on the feast of St. 
Thomas Aquinas. In fact, it was a good occasion to take 

Saulchoir in a short address. My paper impressed students 
and faculty alike and they took notes and decided to publish 

rewrite the entire paper and further clarify my views on 
the historical critical method in theological studies.46

It was not only Catholic theology and its neo-Thomistic approaches 
that were in dire need of rethinking. Chenu saw clearly that:

The intelligibility of the mystery of faith has to be understood 

a position challenges the concept of “perennial theology” 

theology is dragged into relativism, or in other words, into 
-

47

Saulchoir on de Beaurecueil. This period of formation was crucial for 
him and for the entire community at Le Saulchoir. Like others, he had 
to rethink the Catholic approach to history, philosophy, hermeneutics, 

-

the Latin West. In other words, historical situations and circumstances, 
the limitations of theological formulations, and dissent in theologi-
cal matters were part of a theologian’s worldview and epistemology. 

which had dominated Catholic theological imagination for centuries. 
The three confrères Anawati, Jomier, and de Beaurecueil would carry 
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these radical approaches to Catholic studies learned at Le Saulchoir, 

them. 
Under Chenu’s aegis, de Beaurecueil learned to cut against the 

grain, to listen to the movement of the Spirit, and to be bold in his 
choices. Unfortunately, Chenu’s revolutionary view did not fare too 

48

authorities, Philibert notes, “in general, they mistrusted the use of his-
tory in theology and considered it a risk destined to lead to relativism 
by abandoning a timeless philosophia perennis.”49 In 1942, Chenu was 

50 

-
ing the council the Catholic Church’s theology toward other faith 
traditions would change drastically. Chenu’s solid theological under-
standing, erudite historical insights, intuition, and remarkable cre-
ativity cost him dearly but also resulted in fruitful new departures 
that have remained classical resources for contemporary theology, 

Arab and Muslim world. 
Chenu and his teaching team insisted that theologians must keep 

their eyes on the signs of the times by discerning possible “seeds of 

Christian vocation. Anawati, Jomier, and de Beaurecueil all were the 
fruits of Chenu’s intelligent and prophetic foresight.51 Jean Pierre Jos-

-
mism and communicative genius made him an incomparable brother 

of this period of their lives, and so does the Catholic Church even 
more, although she has ever been willing to acknowledge it.”52 In a 

engagement with the Muslim world.

 Lycée 
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de Janson de Sailly in Paris, a move that would serve him well later 

his study in Catholic theology and philosophy along with his senior 
brothers Jomier and Anawati. As noted earlier, Chenu would have 
a decisive role in the direction their lives would take. It was at Le 

-
ment in the Arab and Muslim world would take a providential turn. 
They were groomed for a serious study of Islam and Muslim societies. 
Chenu wanted them to study Islam as a religion, a civilization, and 
a polity in order to correct long-standing historical misconceptions 
about Muslims. At the time, the wave of la nouvelle théologie and the 
Catholic  movement deeply questioned Catholic theol-
ogy and its triumphalist and arrogant views of other faith traditions.

At Le Saulchoir, de Beaurecueil became the third member of a 
core team designated for Islamic studies. Chenu protected the trio 
against any attempts to assign Jomier, Anawati, and de Beaurecueil to 

with regard to them.53 At the studium and during four years of intense 

of Thomism. In addition to classical courses in Catholic and Thomistic 
tradition, Chenu introduced the trio to Massignon and encouraged 

An interesting event! L. Massignon, professor of Arab civi-

University for a conference, called from Brussels to ask for 
a meeting at Le Saulchoir between 1h30 and 2h30 in the 

Mandonnet’s prompting, Massignon came to see how Latin 
medieval scholars (that we were) could collaborate with 
Arabist medieval scholars for the study of the relations 

54

This occasion was a sign of a solid rapprochement between this out-
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-
recueil embark on the study of mystical Islam. 

Sadly, in 1939, the Second World War broke out, and de Beau-

and sent to the city of Jounieh in Lebanon. At the time, Lebanon was 

Arabic and encounter Lebanese. Unfortunately, he missed the oppor-

“Nothing is more detrimental to one’s desire to know a people and 
its land than the life of a soldier living in a barracks for marines. All 
relations were lost because of the uniform.”55 This missed opportunity 

and Muslim civilization.

work with young people in a program called Les jeunes des chantiers 
de jeunesse.56 In June 1940, he was discharged from military duties and 
reentered Le Saulchoir at l’Étiolle to complete his studies. Toward 
the end of his theological studies, and mostly building on his missed 
opportunity in Lebanon, de Beaurecueil enrolled at l’École nationale des 
langues orientales in Paris to continue his studies of Arabic. It was there 
that he furthered his relationship with Massignon. The latter would 

called “Islam as a vocation ( ).” 
In so many ways, Massignon’s honest, generous, and at times 

controversial views of mystical Islam sank deep into de Beaurecueil’s 
consciousness.57 -

there was a communion of thought in terms of epistemology and 
hermeneutics between the two Orientalists, de Beaurecueil and Mas-

58

a theologian. Avon is correct in noting that de Beaurecueil departed 

At the beginning I enjoyed Gardet’s articles. Later on, how-
ever, I distanced myself as I did for Massignon. I did not 
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care for Gardet’s neo-thomism, particularly, his distinction 
between natural and supernatural mysticism. Also, I did not 

59

In 1943 de Beaurecueil completed his theological studies at Le 
Saulchoir with the equivalent of a doctorate in theology60 and earned 
a licentiate in Arabic literature from l’École nationale des langues ori
entales.61 The same year, he was ordained as a priest in the Order of 
Preachers by Cardinal Suhard of Paris.62 By that time, Anawati and 

-
-

ing members of the institute. Their endeavor is in the lineage of the 

 of the 

Anawati, Jomier, and de Beaurecueil formed an unusual trio in 

shared bourgeois and upper-class upbringings, they were very dif-
ferent in temperament. Avon speaks of “diverse founding members 
(une équipe foundatrice bigarrée).”63 Their success remains a historical 

-

was built on the original idea of Marie Joseph Lagrange (d. 1938), the 
handiwork of Antonin Jaussen (d. 1962), and the adamant belief of 
Chenu (d. 1990) in the signs of the times.64

1. The Vision of Biblical Scholar M. J. Lagrange 

At the École biblique,65 Lagrange directed his students to investigate 
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study travels to various sites mentioned in the biblical narratives. 
According to Lagrange, “the bible should be read in relation to the 
land in which it was written, and studied in the physical and cultural 

66 

biblical studies. The most important were Antonin Jaussen, a special-
ist of Arab ethnography;67 -

1953), a scholar whose erudition and keen critical sense resulted in 
an incomparable mastery of the history and geography of Palestine; 

to decipher Ugaritic.68 
-

ral destination where students of biblical studies could be initiated 

-
69 which would be an undeniable support to 

-

The great interest of this institute is that Cairo is the intel-
lectual heart of Sunni Islam and the location of important 

in establishing an institution of high education for young 
Catholic religious which could help prepare Muslim intel-
lectuals for an unforeseeable future, and impress upon them 
a respect for secular sciences, attract oriental Christians 

am so adamant about such a school, it is due to my global 
vision for the École biblique, which must take priority at 

slowly and avoid undue publicity.70

in the service of the École biblique
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It would be honorable for the Catholic Church to have in 

is by far the most important intellectual center for Islam, 

Church must be represented by a center of such studies.71

-
tology in connection with biblical studies) and a little apostolic team 
to support pastorally and spiritually the small Latin community of 
Cairo.72 The city of Cairo seemed a natural choice because it is the 
location of one of the most prestigious Sunni universities, Al-Azhar 
University, which forms and educates Muslim religious leaders and 
scholars from Indonesia to Senegal. Unfortunately, Lagrange’s idea 

-

would bring Lagrange’s hope to fruition.

As noted earlier, Jaussen was a professor at the École biblique of Jeru-
salem, where he taught Oriental archeology, ethnography, Arabic, and 

district and a three-volume book titled Mission archéologique en Arabie 

and anthropology.73

1936), he bought a piece of property at half-price in the name of the 
École biblique
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74 Clearly, no proselytism would be allowed; other-
wise they would lose their property. By 1935 the main part of the 

Jaussen, the purpose of this institute is faithful in its principles to 

much more ambitious.”75

time to come to completion. 

the idea, Jaussen built the priory, Chenu imagined the decisive turn, 

-

for health reasons in 1959.76

In Cairo, Boulanger and another newcomer, Anselme-Bertrand 
Carrière (d. 1957), would devote themselves to the pastoral care of 

77 Boulanger and 

initiated by Chenu in 1938. Meanwhile, Boulanger took great care of 
the priory and in 1933 founded the “Thomist Circle” of Cairo. The 
Circle was an intellectual, cultural, and religious forum and a veritable 

Jaussen, Lagrange, and other members of the École biblique vis-
ited often to give conferences.78

bimonthly journal, “ ”79 The Cahiers were the 

scholars who were members of the Third Order. Unfortunately, the 
-

ies—seemed to have been forgotten. Also, in terms of Islamic studies, 
there was no resident scholar yet. Jaussen nonetheless had sown the 

Morelon remarks:

father Jaussen and the web of relations he established in 
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institute from its inception in 1944. This network allowed 

credible reputation very early on.80

-
can priory in Cairo has been a functioning institution. But, the decisive 
turn in terms of its destiny (i.e., Islamic studies) took place in the 

thousands of miles away from Cairo. Chenu, dean of the studium,81 

civilization. This initiative almost coincided with the request of the 
-
-

-
-

a study center (IBLA: ),82 and then the 

at the École biblique
Martin-Stanislas Gillet (d. 1951), the Master of the Order at the time, 

response, Gillet sent Chenu on a tour in Jerusalem, Cairo, Tunis and 

endeavor a decisive turn.

needed a good knowledge of its sources, Islamic and Arabic philoso-

largely unintelligible if it is not connected to its Arab and 
Muslim sources in which it takes its roots, and draws its 
fundamental structure and vitality with regard to philosophy 
as well as other sciences such as mathematics, astronomy, 
and medicine.83
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